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ABSTRACT 



This discussion of bilingual education in the United States 
begins with a review of the historical and political context in which it has 
evolved since the late 1800s. Policy issues and some research are examined 
here. It then outlines the theoretical and conceptual debate, focusing on 
four major theoretical frameworks used to justify bilingual education: those 
of linguistic interdependence; vernacular advantage; language transfer; and 
sociolinguistic/sociocultural theory. An overview of research concerning the 
effects and effectiveness of bilingual education is offered, distinguishing 
three periods in research focus. A number of program types or designs are 
identified, and the future of bilingual education is discussed briefly. 
(Contains 57 references.) (MSE) 
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Resume 

La premiere partie de ce texte retrace le cadre historique du d£veloppement de l’education 
bilingue aux USA. Avant la premiere guerre mondiale, le pays a connu une ouverture k la 
diversite linguistique avec l’utilisation de plusieurs langues dans I'instruction publique. Le 
debut des ann£es 60 a 6te marqud par 1'instauration dune legislation permettant l’utilisation de 
fonds publics pour 1'dducation bilingue. Dans la deuxi&me partie, les auteurs d£crivent les 
principales justifications theoriques utilisees pour appuyer l'education bilingue. La troisi&me 
partie resume revolution de la recherche sur l'education bilingue aux USA. Les chercheurs 
ont progressivement abandonne l’hypothese des effets negatifs du bilinguisme pour travailler 
sur les avantages du bilinguisme sur le plan individuel et social. La quatrieme partie du texte 
est consacrde k une tentative de classification des programmes bilingues pratiques aux USA. 
Les auteurs ont identifie deux principaux types de programmes deducation bilingue: les 
programmes de remediation/segregation et les programmes d'integration/enrichissement. La 
derniere partie du texte est consacree a une reflexion sur les perspectives futures de 
l'education bilingue. L'association etroite des families et la transformation de l'ensemble du 
curriculum devraient permettre a tous les eieves de grandir avec deux langues. 



Bilingual education in the United States (U.S.) is socially and historically 
situated. Theoretical perspectives and empirical research illuminate the debate 
on bilingual education, but these efforts alone cannot fully account for its 
successes and failures. Bilingual education is affected by public policy and 
social traditions, and because policy and traditions change, bilingual education 
is dynamic. 

Problematically, there is a time-lag from the social context of emergence to 
that of maintenance. Consequently, when bilingual education is linked to the 
structure of the society in which it emerged it reveals how its very nature 
perpetuates bias in favor of the majority culture and against minority cultures. 
Bilingual education, therefore, is predominantly considered an issue for ethnic 
minority students. Thus, the focus of this paper is to review bilingual education 
in the U.S. as it is experienced by minority students. 



1 The first draft of this paper was prepared for presentation at the Congr&s SSRE 1997, Institut de 
P£dagogie in Fribourg, Switzerland October 16, 1997. The authors thanks Robert SERPELLfor 
comments on a previous draft of this presentation, and Susanna KING for editorial assistance. 



Special thanks go to Jo BATEMAN, Eleanor DANK-WATERMAN, Robin MOSKAL, Mike NOTO, 
Sherma PLATT, Mike ROMARY, Lidia SCHECHTER, Natalya VISHNEVSKAYA of the Kuhn Library, 
University of Maryland Baltimore County for their support in obtaining resources, especially those 
articles that were dated or challenging to locate. 
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Highlighting social and historical contexts may lead us toward a new 
understanding of bilingual education. This approach casts contemporary 
bilingual education in a new light and provides a framework for transforming 
existing historically-based practices into communally-based practices of global 
learning. From this revised position, achieving goals of bilingualism, biliteracy, 
and biculturalism for everyone, minority and majority students, may be possible. 
An historical overview provides the context for reviewing theory, research, and 
practice 2 , before synthesizing these dimensions and suggesting a new approach 
to bilingual education. 



History of Bilingual Education in the U.S. 

The beginning of bilingual education in the United States is often placed in the 
1960's and 1970's. These decades were marked by the Bilingual Education Act 
of the 1960's and the landmark case Lau v. Nichols in 1970. Although 
significant, these events did not initiate bilingual education. As Seymour 
SARASON (1990), a prolific writer on educational reform in the U.S., expressed, 
in the process of social change there is always a beginning before the beginning. 
A century earlier, children in the United States were being taught in more than 
one language; German, French, and Spanish were used to instruct students 
(CANALES & RUIZ- ESCALANTE, 1992; LOPEZ, 1995). For example, "between 
1880 and 1917, German-English bilingual schools, in which both languages 
were used for instruction, operated in Ohio, Minnesota, and Maryland" (LOPEZ, 
1995). Thus, bilingual education in the U.S. began in the late-1800's. 

Nationalism grew in the U.S. during the first world war and combined with 
anti-German sentiment, influenced educational issues that led to the cessation of 
education in languages other than English; state laws were enacted that 
prohibited the use of the German language in all public settings, including 
elementary schools where teachers were no longer permitted to provide 
instruction in German (CANALES & RU I Z-ESCALANTE, 1992). These 
sentiments, along with laws created, illustrate a link between nationalism and 
monolingualism. A contemporary illustration of this link is the English-only 3 



2 Sociohistorical context, theory, research, and practice are inextricably linked, each informing and 
confining the others. Nevertheless, in an attempt to clarify the presentation these are presented 
separately. Where possible, cross-references are made to emphasize their interrelatedness rather 
than discreteness as presented. 

3 The initial aim of the English-only movement was to curb immigration (CRAWFORD, 1992), and the 
objective of the movement became focused on language. Specifically, the goal was (and continues 
to be) to amend the U.S. constitution to make English the "official language" of the U.S. 
government. 
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movement that prospered (or became visible) in the conservative national period 
of 1980’s. 

From the early 1900's until the middle of the century the use of the English 
language for school instruction was mandated. At this time the family taught 
children one language while the school taught children another. Thus, minority 
children received a bilingual education, although it was rarely recognized as 
such. In the early 1960’s, as the U.S. experienced a shift in political context, the 
perspectives on the role of language in education also shifted. 

Progressively, an awareness of the interdependence of civil rights, women's 
rights, environmental concern, and peace issues (e.g., movement against the 
Vietnam War), converged with common awareness of social dislocation and 
optimism about the role of government in facilitating social reform (KELLY, 
1990). The focus on bilingual education in the schools during the early 1960's, 
therefore, is a consequence of many movements converging. Immigration for 
economic opportunity and political exile, Civil Rights, and the United Farm 
Workers movement contributed to post-war (World War I and World War II) 
transitions in society in general, and education in particular. These changes 
along with newly allocated federal funding coalesced into changes in 
educational policy, specifically for students who had been labeled as having 
limited English proficiency or as being a member of a linguistic minority group. 

The number of language minority children grew rapidly as a result of 
economic and political immigration. For example, immigrants from Puerto Rico 
and Mexico came to the U.S. for work while many others were exiled from 
Cuba and found refuge in the U.S. At the same time, initially unrelated to 
immigrants themselves, the Civil Rights movement gained momentum and was 
a determining force in legislating equal opportunities for African Americans. 
This movement resulted in the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits 
discrimination by color, race, religion, or national origin in the use of public 
facilities and schools. 

Using the Civil Rights Act as a platform, other minority groups, particularly 
Latinos, pushed for the use of their native language in public schools as a 
method of allowing their children equal opportunity to public education. It 
should be noted, however, that Spanish is not just a language of recent 
immigration. Spanish came to the U.S. before English in a large part of the 
southwest and played the role of dominant language until the American- 
Mexican War (1846-1848). Prior to the Civil Rights movement bilingual 
education was conceptualized and generally intended for immigrant populations, 
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